
  
    
      
    
  


   Code of Honor




By Radclyffe

Smashwords Edition

Copyright 2013 Radclyffe 


  Synopsis


     
  

The face of terror is hard to recognize—especially when it’s homegrown.


     
  

Blair Powell is set to join her father on the campaign trail even though a domestic terrorist group has already launched one attack on President Andrew Powell's life. The orchestrators of the assassination attempt are still at large, and Andrew's opponent is a popular ultra-conservative with questionable ties to the radical right. Blair's wife, DHS Deputy Director Cameron Roberts has been charged with the task of tracking down those responsible for the attack, while secretly searching for proof that a powerful senator is involved in treason. Cam has an ace in the hole no one knows about, however—an agent deep undercover in the stronghold of a radical militia group, FBI SA Loren McElroy. Cam's biggest challenge is running the terrorists to ground without getting McElroy and her renegade handler, Skylar Dunbar, killed in the cross fire.
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  For Lee, for a new day every day


  Chapter One


     
  

Loren rolled on the throttle on the straightaway and the speedometer slid to sixty. The crisp night air sliced at her throat and froze the breath streaming through her nostrils. Her skin tingled. Adrenaline surged through her bloodstream. The macadam unraveled beneath her headlights like a silver ribbon swirling through dark chocolate, a seductive tease urging her to indulge in private pleasures. One mistake, one miscalculation, and the big bike would careen off the twisting road into the dense, dark forest. Loren laughed into the wind—she never felt more alive than when in danger.

A faint vibration against her left thigh signaled a call on the cell phone tucked into an inside pocket of her leathers. Whoever was calling wasn’t one of the Renegades. No one from the club would be calling her in the middle of a run. She’d spent two and a half years working her way up the club hierarchy, from prospect to voting member, but she was still a lieutenant. If the club president wanted to call off the run or change the orders, he’d be calling Quincy, his VP, not her. And Ramsey sure as hell would not be calling her on the burn phone he didn’t even know about.

She put the call out of her mind and held the throttle steady. She was finally getting close to her objective, and everything else could wait—especially a sit rep to keep the bureaucrats happy. The big Harley purred contentedly between her thighs. The highway curved north into the Bitterroots, and at 2330 on a frigid December night, the roads were deserted. She liked riding at night, even in winter, but night maneuvers were always trickier. The three of them were out there alone, miles from any backup, about to meet with a bunch of fanatics who would outnumber and outgun them. Loose cannons with short fuses.

The uninformed often lumped paramilitary organizations and motorcycle clubs into the same anarchistic pot, pegging them all as rebels and outlaws who lived on the fringes of society, ignoring law and order, threatening the status quo. In some ways the comparison was true—both groups eschewed laws imposed by a government they didn’t recognize and guarded their territory with guns and blood. Internally, though, the groups were fundamentally different. Within the club, absolute loyalty was a given. No one betrayed the club, no one turned on a brother or sister, no one indicted a fellow club member. Self-sacrifice for the good of the whole was ingrained.

The militia was different. The first thing she’d noticed when dealing with right-wing paramilitary groups like the Forces for a Liberated America was the power-hungry competitiveness seething beneath the rigid hierarchy. The general might command obedience through force, but the internal cohesion that made a family out of the club was missing in the compound. Somewhere she’d find someone willing to deal for money or power, and those internal chinks in the militia’s armor were exactly what she needed to get inside.

Ahead of her, Quincy’s taillight blinked and he slowed. Loren throttled back, falling into single file between him and Armeo, who rode rearguard. They turned off the main road onto a packed gravel single-lane, slick with ice from a recent flurry. Her rear tire skidded on the glassy surface, and she put down a leg to help stabilize the Harley as it fishtailed back into line. The surge of adrenaline left her momentarily high. She loved the freedom of knifing through the dark unencumbered by metal and glass barriers, despite the risk. She didn’t fear death, only a life of no consequence.

She pulled up behind Quincy in a semicircular turnoff and cut the engine, kicking the stand down as she dismounted. Two Humvees idled at the far end of the turnoff, their exhaust streaming into the frigid air like breath from some prehistoric monsters. During the tourist season, the area would be crowded with sightseers, but now, in the middle of the night on a road that led nowhere except higher into the nearly deserted mountains, they might have been on a faraway planet. Towering pines crowded up to the road on all sides, dwarfing them in the tiny clearing. The overlook gave way to yawning darkness. She balanced her helmet on the tank and settled her thin black watch cap over her ears. Her short, shaggy hair curled out from under the edges along her neck. Armeo, almost the same height and nearly indistinguishable in black cap, leather pants, jacket, and boots, stepped up beside her.

“I don’t like this,” he muttered.

“Just be cool, but be ready,” she murmured. When Quincy started toward the Humvees, she slid her hand into her right front jacket pocket, gripped her Glock, and fell into step with Quincy.

A clean-shaven man in a flight jacket, fatigues, and paratrooper boots stepped out of the first oversized SUV. Six-three, looking trim even in winter clothes, he was hatless, his dark hair clipped short, making his lantern-jawed face and head appear bullet-like. She hadn’t met him, but she knew his dossier, what there was of it. Augustus Graves—sixty-one, ex–Army Special Forces, ex–land speculator. He’d made a killing in a land deal with developers of a resort community on Bear Lake in the mid-nineties and then dropped out of sight. A decade later, he’d resurfaced as the self-appointed general of FALA, one of the largest and best-organized right-wing paramilitary organizations. He was rumored to have powerful backers on both sides of the law, and Loren’s job was to find out who they were. And just what kind of security risk FALA represented.

Two younger men in similar military garb, each with an assault rifle slung across his chest, climbed out after him and took up positions slightly behind and off to his sides. The two triads approached steadily but cautiously, reaching at exactly the same time the center of the cone of light thrown off by the Humvees.

“I see the weather didn’t slow you down,” Graves said, his voice a gravelly baritone. His arms rested loosely at his sides. He didn’t offer to shake Quincy’s hand.

Quincy shrugged, his leathers creaking in the frigid air. “Not much slows us down.”

Graves smiled thinly, his pale blue eyes scanning Loren and Armeo. Nothing registered in his expression, but his gaze lingered a moment longer on Loren than Armeo. She stared back, unblinking. After a second, he switched his attention back to Quincy. “Have you got the samples?”

“Right this way.”

Loren took a step back, Armeo followed, and Quincy waited until Graves stepped up beside him. The two men strode toward the bikes in tandem, and she and Armeo kept them and the FALA guards in sight as they followed. When the group reached the bikes, Loren moved to hers and unstrapped the bedroll from the back. She rested it on the broad seat of the Harley and, under the light of the moon, unrolled the blanket to expose a Kalashnikov assault rifle. Quincy and Armeo did the same, exposing semi-automatic handguns and submachine guns.

One of the younger men with Graves whistled under his breath. The other one said, “Pretty.”

Graves extended a hand toward the rifle resting on Loren’s seat. “May I?”

“Be my guest,” Loren said, easing her hand back into her jacket. She didn’t expect any trouble at this juncture—a double-cross was more likely to occur when they transferred the full shipment—but she wanted to even the odds, just in case.

Graves hefted the rifle, worked the slide, and looked through the attached night scope. His expression didn’t change. “How many can you get?”

Loren didn’t answer, even though she had the arms connection. Club rules. Quincy was in charge. He said, “As many as you can handle.”

“How much?”

“Fifteen hundred for the big guns, eight hundred for the handguns.”

Graves looked through the scope again. “A thousand and five hundred.”

Quincy was silent for a moment, then one quick nod. “Agreed.”

“Let’s start with a hundred of each.”

“No problem,” Quincy said, like they moved a few hundred thousand dollars’ worth of illegal guns every day. That was a big order, bigger than any Loren had witnessed. Wherever these guys were getting their money, it was someone with clout. And what were they going to do with a hundred assault rifles? Start World War III? But she kept her expression neutral and took the opportunity to get a good look at each of the three men, committing their features to memory. Her memory was eidetic—she never forgot a detail of a conversation, could sketch the exact specifics of a face, and was able to accurately pinpoint her location without GPS to within a few hundred feet, even after an hour’s ride. Those traits, her genetic inheritance from her mathematician mother and artist father, made her the best at what she did.

“Then we’re done here.” The general glanced at Loren. “Merry Christmas.”

Loren stared back. Ho-fucking-ho. She hadn’t even remembered they’d scheduled the meet for Christmas night. It wasn’t as if she’d been planning to spend the night cozied up in front of a fire with anyone. Like there could even be someone—at least anyone she could risk seeing for more than a quick tumble in the back room of the club. She did have to prove she was one of the guys, after all. She looked at Graves until his smile grew predatory and he finally turned away.

Quincy and Graves traded a few more comments about when and where the exchange would occur, while she and Armeo wrapped up the merchandise and secured the bedrolls back on their bikes. Five minutes later, they saddled up and turned around for the two-hour ride back down the mountain to Silver Lake, the home base of the Bitterroot Renegades. Her home, for the last two and half years. The burn phone vibrated against her leg again. A call from Skylar Dunbar, the only person with the number, could only mean trouble.

Loren ignored it.


     
  

*


     
  

“Merry Christmas,” Cam said to Brock Nunez, the newest member of Blair’s security detail, as she closed the door to the condo and left him outside in the hall. She shrugged out of her black wool topcoat, hung it on a coat tree, and leaned back against the door to watch Blair kick off her heels and drape her coat on the back of the sofa that faced the floor-to-ceiling windows. Beyond the glass, the White House glowed like a jewel backdropped against black velvet. They’d just left there and hadn’t been alone since the Christmas festivities began more than twelve hours before.

For the president and his family, private traditions often gave way to public ceremonies. Even though today’s event, with only a few dozen of the family’s friends and supporters, had been a smaller, quieter affair than the official White House party that had hosted hundreds a few weeks before, politics was a silent, ever-present undercurrent. She didn’t care for politics. She’d grown up in a political world. Living abroad with her ambassador father, she’d learned young that every message had subtext and often another meaning entirely than what was said aloud. Nothing was as it appeared on the surface, anywhere but at home. In the laughter- and art-filled villa with her painter mother and a father who adored them both, she’d been safe and protected and loved. All that had ended the morning he’d gotten into a car that exploded before her eyes, destroying the myth of security her parents had so painstakingly created for her. From that moment on, securing the lives of those entrusted to her had become her life.

Blair threaded her arms around Cam’s neck and kissed her. Leaning into her, molding herself to the angles and planes she knew so well but never grew tired of exploring, she rested her cheek against Cam’s shoulder. “What is it? Something’s making you sad.”

Cam wrapped her arms around Blair’s waist and stroked the soft skin above the scooped back of her silk dress. She kissed the golden hair at Blair’s temple and nuzzled the fragrant waves. “I’m sorry. I’m fine. You know how I feel about festivities.”

“Oh, Christmas Grinch is back?” Blair laughed softly and smoothed her hands over Cam’s chest. “I know you don’t really mean it, there’s something else.”

“I was just thinking about being alone with you. Really alone.”

Blair tilted her head back, studied Cam’s face. “I’m really selfish. Sometimes I forget that I’m not the only one who lives in a fishbowl because of my father. I’ve dragged you right into it, haven’t I? The wedding is just going to make it worse.”

“Hey, no. I’m not complaining. I wouldn’t change one single thing about being with you.” Cam shook her head, trying to shake off the melancholy. “You were wonderful today, as usual. The press practically genuflects at your feet, although I can see why.” She buried her fingers in Blair’s hair and kissed her, slowly and thoroughly. Her heart beat hard when she pulled away. “You’re smart, beautiful, charming—”

“Cameron,” Blair murmured, nibbling on Cam’s lower lip, “if you just want to get laid, you don’t have to flatter me.”

Cam laughed and the clouds lifted. “When you put it like that, who could resist?”

“Well, not you, I hope.” Blair brushed back the black wave of hair that insisted on falling across Cam’s forehead. “Are you sure you’re all right? Is it the new mission?”

“I won’t deny it’s on my mind.” Cam clasped Blair’s hand and led her toward the bedroom. “Terrorism doesn’t stop for holidays—in fact, holidays are a prime time to make a statement. I need to get my team together and start moving on this. Especially with Andrew scheduled to leave right after New Year’s.”

“You think they’ll try again?” Blair didn’t quite mask the tremor in her voice.

“No reason to think that.” Angry at herself for worrying Blair, Cam yanked off her jacket and tossed it over a stuffed chair near the bed. “But we can’t assume there isn’t a backup plan, and we can’t allow terrorists to believe they can launch an attack on the president of the United States without reprisal.”

Blair nodded, her jaw set and her eyes clear of fear. “What do you plan to do first?”

Cam unbuttoned her shirt and stripped it off along with the silk undershirt. “First thing is to decide who I can read in on this. Then I plan to talk to someone who might be able to give me a closer look at what’s going on with the militia groups.”

“Unzip me.” Blair turned her back to Cam. “Who?”

“I’ve got a few contacts who can put me in touch with other agents monitoring paramilitary organizations. I might have to call in some favors, but I’ll start there.”

“I guess you won’t be able to stay away from fieldwork.”

Cam teased the zipper down to the small of Blair’s back, brushed the straps of Blair’s midnight gown from her shoulders, and pulled her back against her chest. She kissed Blair’s shoulder at the curve of her neck. “I would if I could, but we can’t afford a leak. And the only way to contain a leak is to limit those in the know. Everyone who does know will need to be boots on the ground.”

Blair stiffened but kept her voice light. “You’re a deputy director of Homeland Security. You don’t have to get your boots wet.”

Cam pushed Blair’s dress slowly down over her hips where it gathered at her feet like a glimmering pool under the moonlight. Sliding both hands up Blair’s torso, she cupped her breasts and brushed her mouth over Blair’s ear. “I know what you want. I’ll do my best.”

Blair’s head fell back against Cam’s shoulder, and she arched into Cam’s hands. “I know you will. You always do.”

“I love you, Blair.” Cam turned Blair until Blair’s breasts brushed against her chest. She kissed her, felt their bodies fuse, their spirits join, and the memories of loss and fears for the future faded. There was only Blair, and Blair was everything.


  Chapter Two


     
  

Senator Franklin Russo walked the last guest down the spacious central hall to the front door of his estate in Idaho Falls. His assistant held out a long sable coat for the doyen of the county, a widow who wielded the power her money could buy with the cold indifference of a threshing machine. Whoever was unfortunate enough to stand in the path of her plan to put a man worthy of God and country in the White House was destined to be mown down. Fortunately for him, he was that man.

“I’m so glad you could come tonight, Eleanor.”

Eleanor Bigelow smiled at him thinly and turned her back so Russo’s deferential assistant, a thirty-year-old man in a conservative navy blazer, charcoal pants, and narrow red-striped tie, could drape the coat over her shoulders. “I know how busy you are, Franklin, and I’ve been wanting a moment with you for some time. It’s always wise to know what my money is buying.”

Franklin kept his expression bland, reminding himself that once he sat in the Oval Office, no one would own him. The power would be his. Until then, he would ingratiate himself as need be. He had his own resources and his campaign coffers were healthy, but some expenditures he couldn’t afford to have made public. Private benefactors rarely demanded an exact accounting of how their funds were spent. Knowledge might be power, but it was also culpability, and the rich coveted the illusion of clean hands. The language of politics was less what was said and more what was implied and inferred, and he had understood Mrs. Charles Bigelow quite well. She expected her candidate to put a gun back in every house, God in every school, and the white elite in every position of power. Since he happened to agree, he wasn’t worried about placating her need to exercise her authority, at least on the surface.

He bowed ever so slightly. “You can be sure I’ll see that your generosity is put to use in support of an agenda—”

“You can save the speech for the campaign, Franklin. Just see that Washington doesn’t give away what’s left of the country, and put the power back in the hands of those who know what to do with it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Franklin said solicitously. “I surely will.”

Franklin stood in the doorway, the brightly lit, expansive hall decked out in holiday trimmings at his back, until the limo driver hurried up the path from the driveway to escort his employer to the idling Town Car. Snow drifted into Franklin’s face and coated his shoulders, but he didn’t move until Bigelow departed. Then he dusted off his black cashmere jacket and stepped back inside.

Derrick was waiting. “I take it the meeting was a success?”

“She’s promised us three million. For starters.”

“Merry Christmas,” Derrick murmured softly. He nodded toward the paneled door of Franklin’s study across the hall. “Can I pour you a drink?”

“I’d say this calls for one.” Franklin frowned. “Where’s my wife?”

“She retired some time ago.”

“Of course.” Franklin followed Derrick into the study and settled behind his broad desk. His wife managed to perform her hostess duties out of some long-ingrained sense of decorum, a virtue of her Southern upbringing, but she was barely able to do much more. With every passing week, she became more of a liability than a benefit. Idly he wondered which would create a more sympathetic figure in the voters’ eyes—a widower or a devoted husband to an infirm wife. Powell had certainly gotten a lot of mileage out of his widower status, and the absence of a first lady had given Powell the excuse to push his degenerate daughter onto the national stage. “Pour one for yourself.”

“Thank you, sir,” Derrick said, handing Franklin two fingers of scotch in a crystal rock glass and holding up a glass of his own. “To a victorious campaign.”

“To winning.” Franklin drained the whiskey in one long swallow. He had ten months until all his plans paid off, but he didn’t intend to wait that long to take care of Andrew Powell.


     
  

*


     
  

Loren noticed the redhead the instant she stepped into the bar. At three in the morning, the only people in the place should have been club members, their old ladies, and hopefuls, girls hoping to become somebody’s old lady. The redhead looked too confident and too high-class to be a hopeful, unlike the two girls in skimpy halters and jeans cut so low their pubic hair would’ve shown if they hadn’t shaved it all off who were slouched in a couple of battered chairs, sleeping off too much booze or too much sex or both. Nobody was behind the bar, but the redhead had a whiskey glass in front of her.

Realizing her steps had slowed as she took in the redhead’s shoulder-length waves, smooth creamy complexion, sharp green eyes, and killer body, Loren averted her gaze and followed Quincy toward the hallway that led to the club rooms in the back.

Quincy stopped next to the redhead, and Loren pulled up behind him.

“You lost?” Quincy said.

The redhead swiveled on the stool, her long slender legs, encased in tight blue jeans, crossed at the knee and ending in shiny black leather boots with four-inch heels. Her leather jacket was open down the front, exposing a tight, scooped-neck turquoise T-shirt and no bra. She had nice breasts, just the right size. She had hot and sexy written all over her. Loren yanked her gaze up and saw the redhead watching her look.

Quincy tapped her chin with his fingertip and repeated, “Lost, sweetheart?”

“I don’t think so,” the redhead said in a throaty voice, finally giving him a slow smile. “I saw the bikes out front. I love bikes. Bikers too.”

“The place is closed,” Quincy said.

“The door was open.”

“Look, honey—”

A gravelly rumble from the far end of the room said, “Let her stay. She brightens up the place. Nice change of scenery.”

Loren, Quincy, and Armeo shifted in the direction of the club president. Ramsey slouched in the door, his muscled arms folded across his leather vest, the black T-shirt underneath tucked into broken-in jeans. His wide black belt sported a buckle with the club’s logo on it—an American flag with wings. His wedding ring glinted on his left hand. His eyes glinted at the babe at the bar. Looked like the Prez had already staked out his territory, and Loren registered a flush of anger that she quickly brushed aside. None of her business who the president chose to bounce with.

Quincy started forward again, and Loren fell into step next to him.

The redhead murmured, “See you later,” and Loren could’ve sworn she was talking directly to her.

They all filed into the club room, and the heavy wooden doors swung closed behind them. All the voting members were there: Ramsey—the president, Quincy—the VP, Armeo—the treasurer, Loren—exact description still open, but procurer was probably the best term, and Griffin—the enforcer. They all settled around the table in traditional order, with Ramsey at the head, Quincy at his left, Griffin to his right, then Loren across from Armeo. Ramsey pulled a cigar from the inside pocket of his black leather vest, bit off the end, spat it unerringly into the dented wastebasket leaning in the corner, and lit it with a silver Zippo. He drew in, savored the smoke, and exhaled slowly. His gaze moved over Loren and Armeo and landed on Quincy. “Everything all right tonight?”

Quincy said, “No problems.”

“Terms?”

Quincy relayed the particulars of the meeting and the agreed-upon price. Ramsey nodded in satisfaction.

“Are we going to have any trouble filling the order?” He looked at Loren.

Loren shook her head. “It’ll take at least two weeks, but there shouldn’t be a problem.” She thought about the calls she’d need to make, the guns she’d need to have moved into the warehouse. “For that quantity, though, we ought to make two runs on different days, different couriers in both directions.”

Ramsey nodded in agreement. “Set it up.”

“How sure are we these militia guys can be trusted?” Quincy said.

“The Bloods have dealt with them before and they say they’re solid,” Ramsey said.

“We’re going to be inside their turf when we make the exchange,” Quincy went on. “That’s a lot of money and merchandise we’re talking about.”

Loren saw an opening, and she might not have another one. “I’m with Quincy on this. If we agree to make the transfer inside the Liberation compound, we’ll be outmanned and outgunned. People disappear all the time up in the Bitterroots. And we can’t exactly file a missing-persons report if some of us don’t come back.”

“So we’ll take precautions,” Ramsey said. “Can we get a backup team up in the mountains to cover the meet?”

Quincy shook his head. “No way up but the one road. They’ll have that watched.”

Ramsey grunted. “Anybody got any suggestions?”

“How about we request some kind of insurance policy before the meet,” Loren said. “One of their guys comes down here and one of us goes up there. Nobody goes home until the money and the guns are transferred and everybody moves back to neutral space.”

“What if they send somebody down here they don’t care about losing?” Griffin said. “A hostage is only worth as much as his value to the other side. They could shoot up our guys, rip us off, and leave us with a useless body to deal with.”

Quincy pointed a finger like he was shooting a gun. “The Bloods know these guys. We can get a rundown on the major players from them. Make sure they send someone with weight.”

“Let me think about it,” Ramsey said. “I don’t like putting one of our guys out there with nothing but his dick for a weapon.”

“No problem,” Loren said. “I’ll go.”

Everybody laughed. Loren shrugged as if she didn’t care, but her nerves jangled with anticipation. Things were finally coming together. She might finally be able to get a firsthand look at FALA.

Ramsey stubbed out his cigar. “Any more business or can we go home and enjoy what’s left of Christmas?” When no one spoke, Ramsey rose. “Meeting adjourned. Nice work.”

Loren pushed her chair back, feeling the fatigue for the first time. She’d been on edge for weeks setting up this buy, and it just might pay off.

The men started to file out, and Ramsey said, “McElroy, wait a minute, will you.”

Quincy looked back, his eyes narrowing. When Ramsey didn’t invite him to stay, he pulled the door closed, leaving Loren alone with Ramsey.

Ramsey edged his hip onto the corner of the long, scarred table. A Glock was tucked into the small of his back. Hers was still in her jacket, but she couldn’t slide her hand into the pocket with him watching. She’d seen him execute a traitor to the club once. He’d smiled and patted the guy on the cheek, right before he’d pulled out his gun and shot him through the eye.

“See what you can find out about the squeeze at the bar.”

Loren must have looked surprised because he laughed.

“Well, I can’t ask my old lady to do it,” Ramsey said. “And if I send one of the guys, they’ll be sniffing around her pussy before they even get her name. Let me know what you find out.”

“Sure, boss. You want me to call you?”

“In the morning, not too early. Trish likes to sleep in, and the kids are with the in-laws.” He grinned.

She nodded. “Got it. Night.”

“Yeah.”

Loren strolled back into the bar. The lights in the hanging green-glass-shaded lamps were turned down low, making the place look less tacky than it did during the day. The few mismatched round tables looked less rickety, the felt on the pool table less worn, the bar less scarred. The two hopefuls were gone, probably sleeping it off with Armeo and Griffin—possibly together. The redhead still sat at the bar, a quarter inch of amber liquid in the rock glass in front of her. The hand that held the glass was long fingered and smooth, the nails shining sculpted ovals. Classy.

Loren sat on the stool next to her, leaned across the bar, fished a glass from underneath, and drew a beer from the tap. She skimmed off the foam with her index finger and took a long drink. “Why don’t I think you’re here by accident?”

The redhead half turned, her knee brushing Loren’s thigh. “Because you don’t look stupid to me.”

“What’s your name?”

“Lisa.”

“Lisa…?”

She smiled. “Smith.”

“Uh-huh. So, Lisa Smith—what are you doing here?”

“Jerome sent me.”

Loren’s spine stiffened. Jerome was international president of the Renegades—every local chapter along the Pacific Coast and as far east as Montana and Idaho paid tithe to him from the profits they made running drugs or guns or girls. “Why?”

“You’ve been busy here. Moving a lot of product. I’m an accountant.”

Loren laughed. “Right, and I’m an undercover cop.”

Lisa’s smile widened as she traced a single finger down the center of Loren’s chest. Goose bumps lifted on Loren’s torso and her nipples tightened.

“I don’t believe you,” Lisa murmured. “You’re too good-looking to be a cop. So why are you really here?”

Loren laughed again. “I’m here on a mission from the president. He’s interested in you.”

“Really?” Lisa emptied her glass and set it down. “He’s not my type.”

“Don’t let the wedding ring bother you.”

“It doesn’t.” Lisa leaned forward and kissed Loren on the mouth. “It’s more the cock I’m not interested in.”

“And I’m not interested in getting killed for a little bit of pussy.”

Lisa ran her tongue slowly over the surface of Loren’s lower lip. “How about for a lot?”

Loren eased back. Her clit was tight but she wasn’t insane. No one got between Ramsey and a woman. “I’ll have to give it some thought.”

“You do that.” Lisa slid off the stool, her high firm breasts brushing over Loren’s arm. “Have a nice night, Loren.”

Lisa turned to walk away, and Loren said, “I don’t remember giving you my name.”

Lisa winked over her shoulder. “You didn’t. Night.”
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Sky Dunbar slid behind the wheel of her crap rental car and pulled out of the gravel lot onto the deserted highway. The sky was crystal clear, an ebony blanket studded with stars and a full moon. The silver light was nearly bright as day. Before she accelerated away from the Ugly Rooster, she glanced at the big dark plate-glass window and wondered if Loren McElroy was looking out at her, or if she’d forgotten her the moment they’d parted. She didn’t question why she cared.

McElroy wasn’t exactly what she’d expected. Somehow, she’d thought McElroy would keep a lower profile, but apparently taking a backseat wasn’t her style. Figured, really. A woman didn’t get accepted into a biker club as one of the members and not one of the old ladies unless she had something special to offer. McElroy had that, and more. An Army vet, she’d started out as a grease monkey in the motor pool and worked her way up to commanding a supply company. Along the way, she’d made plenty of contacts, and soon her unofficial duty became procuring whatever needed to be gotten for the post. Everything from extra fuel, surplus body armor and machine parts to contraband of all description. The bureau had recruited her by then, and her illegal activities were sanctioned. Her cover story was a long time in the making, and by the time she’d reached Silver Lake, where she owned her own garage, her story was more than a cover. It was her reality.

They’d never met in person—in this kind of long-game, labyrinthine operation where the smallest breach could mean disaster, the fewer people who could identify one another, the better. Until an hour ago, she was just a voice to McElroy—her telephone voice that didn’t resemble her natural tone at all—and McElroy was just a black-and-white photo clipped in the PDF of her classified file. The file with half the lines redacted. The photo had been of McElroy in desert camo. She looked a lot different now, decked out in leather, her unruly dark hair scattered around a face that would’ve been called beautiful if the edges had been a little softer and her coal-black eyes a little less piercing. Handsome wasn’t quite right, either, but closer. Bold, brash, dangerous. In uniform she’d been imposing; in biker black she was tantalizing.

McElroy moved with the lethal kind of confidence that said she’d unhesitatingly use the weapon tucked into the right front pocket of the jacket that displayed the patch of the Renegades. The Renegades weren’t a Sunday-afternoon club filled with lawyers and accountants and other weekend warriors. They were all longtime bikers, many of them friends since young adulthood, almost all of them with records, and they’d been on the FBI’s and ATF’s radar for a dozen years or more. But their threat level, and consequently their interest level, had waned as more dangerous groups had slowly infiltrated the West Coast—Salvadoran gangs and Mexican cartels, and the right-wing paramilitary groups that were hotbeds for domestic terrorism. The low-level drug, gun-running, and porn rings associated with most of the biker clubs didn’t pose the kind of national security threat that the other groups did. So instead of arresting the bikers, they infiltrated them.

Sky pulled into the rambling, run-down motel complex where she’d taken a room late that afternoon. She’d signed in as Lisa Smith, the woman whose identity she’d assumed. Her orders, predictably vague, had been to tighten the leash on McElroy and be ready to escalate McElroy’s involvement with the militia at short notice. She didn’t know why, hadn’t been read in on the big picture, and wasn’t about to make that call from three thousand miles away. She wanted a closer look if she was sending her contact in deeper, and she was sick of flying a desk. She wanted a firsthand look. Her phone rang, and she slipped the smartphone from the right front pocket of her skintight jeans. She recognized the number, and she wasn’t in the mood for a tongue-lashing. At least, not the kind she knew was coming after her disappearing act.

She hadn’t made her way in the bureau by going through channels, but this time she was way outside the lines. But then, what were they going to do? Fire her? She smiled.

She unpacked the few articles of clothing she’d brought and slipped them into the rickety, chipped Goodwill dresser and sat on the bed to get rid of the god-awful high-heeled boots. Why anyone would choose to wear them was beyond her. She slid her feet into flip-flops, choosing not to look at the faded carpet too closely, and padded into the bathroom to turn on the shower. She was feeling just a little bit grimy. Maybe that had been more a result of the day’s activities than the long hours, but she chose not to think about that too carefully, either.


  Chapter Three


     
  

Sky slept poorly and woke with her nerve endings vibrating beneath the surface of her skin. Trouble was coming, she could smell it. She had an uncanny knack for telling when an operation was heading south, just as she’d always had an inexplicable ability to tell when someone was lying, no matter how good they were at it. She’d honed the innate skill young, when learning to anticipate a blow from her father or a sly come-on from her older stepbrother had saved her from another assault. The trait had gotten her noticed when she was still a rookie agent, but it had been her ability to beat the polygraph that had gotten her fast-tracked into covert operations. She could regulate her biorhythms so completely she could fool the machines, repeatedly. She didn’t sweat, not if she didn’t want to.

She should have been a shoo-in for an undercover posting, and that’s what she’d wanted. To go in deep, create her own persona, write her own rules. But the psych profiles pointed in another direction—she was better suited to handle the undercover operatives than to be one. She was the best at talking operatives off the ledge when they’d been under too long. She could read the terror or remorse or desperation in their psyches and say just what they needed to hear to get them grounded again. She could analyze their panic without being touched by it. She was an empath without empathy, at least that’s what the psych evals said. She didn’t bother to argue. Hell, maybe it was even true.

But she’d never lost an operative, and that made her untouchable. Maybe she’d gone off the reservation a few times—like now—but the higher-ups gave her a lot of rope, and she hadn’t hanged herself yet.

Annoyed at the trickle of unrest scratching at the back of her mind, she threw off the thin covers and climbed out of bed. A shower would clear away the roaches in her head. No light filtered through the uneven slats of the dust-covered metal blinds. Her internal clock read 0630. Dawn came late in midwinter this far north.

A tap sounded on her door just as she was about to pull off the tank top she’d put on after her shower the night before. She dove for the gun in the suitcase she’d left open on the chair next to the bed and had it in her hand with the safety off in less than five seconds. No one knew where she was.

She eased toward the door, keeping away from the windows and turning sideways to present the smallest target if someone decided to pepper the door with rounds. She’d chained the door when she’d come in, but that wasn’t any kind of protection.

“Who is it?” Sky asked.

“Room service.”

“Good line, but not at this place. You’ve got the wrong room.”

“I don’t think so, Lisa.”

Sky braced her gun at shoulder level and put her hand on the knob. “You want to give me a clue?”

“Jerome’s VP verified your visit. Said he recommended you for the gig.”

“Then we’re all squared away, aren’t we.” She recognized Loren McElroy’s voice.

“Not exactly. He happened to mention you were one hot Chicana. Funny, you don’t look Hispanic to me.”

Shit. She’d expected someone to check on her, but she’d taken a chance that they wouldn’t discuss exactly what Lisa looked like. “He was probably thinking of someone else.”

“He was very specific—apparently he has…personal knowledge. Think you better let me in.”

Sky debated for about a second. Checkmate. She slipped the chain free and opened the door.
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Cam’s cell phone rang while she was in the shower, and Blair picked it up to check the readout. She recognized the number and answered. “I thought you might take the day off—it’s Boxing Day. Lots of great sales at all the shops.”

Lucinda Washburn answered pleasantly. “The wheels of Washington never stop, even for fifty percent off.”

“That’s really a pity. You sure you don’t want a girls’ day out?”

Lucinda burst out laughing, a sound Blair hadn’t heard much in the last three and a half years. She’d missed it. “You know, Luce, Dad would be lost without you.”

“Your father is a resourceful man. He’s going to be fine.”

“I know that, but I’m not talking about President Powell. I’m talking about Dad. You have to take care of yourself, you know.”

The line was silent for a long time, and Blair wondered if she’d finally overstepped. Lucinda had been more patient with her than anyone in her life except Cam, and Lucinda had seen her at her worst. Hopefully her best too, but she wasn’t really sure. She wasn’t certain that anyone except Cam really saw what was best about her. She couldn’t go back and change the past. She couldn’t unwrite her wild, resentful youth or those times when she’d disregarded her own best judgment to assert her independence, placing herself at risk and putting those who loved her in the untenable position of making her even more unhappy in order to protect her. Those days, hopefully, were past, although she knew she would never slip easily into line, never make the easy decisions about things that didn’t strike her as right. Her father’s and Cam’s safety were the two most important things in her life. “Look, Luce, if I’ve—”

“No,” Lucinda said softly. “You just caught me off guard.”

Blair laughed. “That’s not easy to do.”

“I’m not sure you’re right, though,” Luce said, sounding uncharacteristically uncertain. Andrew Powell’s chief of staff was never uncertain. Everything that happened in the White House and far beyond was channeled through her. She was the president’s confidant, his buffer, some said his enforcer. She was the first one he came to for advice in a crisis or to discuss a new policy, and no one got through to him who didn’t first have to deal with her. But she was also a woman who had been Andrew Powell’s best friend his entire life, even more so since the untimely death of his wife.

“You know,” Blair said carefully, “he might be the president, but he’s also a man. And he’s been alone for a long time. Well, I don’t actually know that—nor do I want to,” she said quickly, “but you might think about what’s best for both of you sometimes.”

“I wish I had one-tenth of your courage.”

“It’s not courage.” Blair listened to the shower in the other room, thinking about Cam stepping out naked with water trickling over the smooth surface of her skin. Skin that was scarred in places from wounds that might’ve taken her away. Blair’s heart froze for an instant until she banished the memories and the fear. “Selfishness. I wanted her, and the world be damned.”

“Well, we can’t have the president be damned with an election coming up,” Luce said with a touch of the old steel returning to her voice. “And right now, our main concern is being sure that he’s safe while he’s out winning the minds and hearts of the people.”

“All right, you win for now. No Boxing Day, no candlelit dinners. So, what can we do for you?”

“Ah, I was actually calling Director Roberts.”

“Well lucky you, now you’ve got two of us.”

Lucinda sighed. “We need a strategy meeting. Say, nine o’clock?”

Blair glanced at the clock. Not quite seven a.m. “That should work. See you then.”

She ended the call and leaned across the bed to put the cell phone back on Cam’s night table.

“Who was that?” Cam asked, walking into the room as she toweled off her hair.

Blair pushed the sheet aside and rose, naked also. She took the towel from Cam and kissed her. “Lucinda.”

“Ah. What time?”

“Nine.”

Cam turned toward the adjoining dressing room, and Blair caught her hand. “You’re not dry yet. Stand still.”

Cam raised an eyebrow but obeyed. Blair finished drying Cam’s hair, then her chest and abdomen. She slipped behind her and drew the towel across her shoulders and down her back to the curve of her muscled ass. Tossing the towel into the bathroom, she wrapped her arms around Cam’s waist and kissed the back of her neck.

“Mmm. Morning,” Blair whispered, pressing her breasts to the warm skin of Cam’s back.

“Blair,” Cam said, “don’t forget Lucinda.”

“How could I?” Blair drew Cam back toward the bed. She sat on the edge, spun Cam to face her, and kissed the tight plane of her belly. “I don’t need a lot of time. But I do need you.”

Cam braced her hands on Blair’s shoulders and parted her legs. “I’m all yours.”

Blair kissed lower. “I know.”

Cam shuddered and closed her eyes.

Blair took her deeper, her awareness eclipsed by the scent and taste of her. Time was something she would never take for granted. Cameron was hers, and she would yield that to no one. Ever.
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The plain white door to the motel room opened. The room beyond was shadowed, only a sliver of light leaking past a partially open door in the back corner—probably the bathroom. The redhead was just a dark outline, a slightly grayer silhouette in the gloom.

Loren stepped inside. “You don’t need the gun.”

“I guess we’ll find out.” The redhead, whose name was almost certainly not Lisa, motioned toward the single straight-backed wooden chair pushed into the corner next to the dresser. “Want to put your jacket over there and leave the gun in the pocket?”

“That hardly seems fair.”

“Who said anything about fair? I didn’t invite you.”

Loren shrugged out of her jacket and dropped it onto the seat of the chair, leaving her Glock inside. She didn’t like being without a weapon, but she wasn’t inclined to get into a shootout, nor could she afford to. Now was not the time to draw attention to herself, and leaving a body in a roadside motel was likely to get her looked at.

She turned back, her eyes adjusting to the dim light. The redhead looked even better without clothes than she had in them. She was still wearing the turquoise tank, but the jeans were gone, and her long legs were bare except for white bikini panties. Loren lifted both hands. “You’ve got the advantage. Want to lose the gun now?”

The redhead lowered the gun to her side. “What do you want?”

“Answers.”

The redhead laughed. “Those are rare commodities.”

Loren smiled. “I know.”

“Why don’t we trade?”

Loren shook her head. “I don’t think so. You’re the one here under false pretenses.”

“Really?”

“Where’s the real Lisa Smith?”

“Taking a little vacation.”

“You do know what Jerome will do to you when he finds out you’re here using one of his people as a cover.”

“I wasn’t planning on telling him. Are you?”

“I guess that depends.”

“On what?”

“On who you are and what you’re doing here.”

Sky weighed her options, which were slim to none. She hadn’t been sure the night before if the club had recording devices in the Ugly Rooster, and she couldn’t risk exposing her identity to Loren while they’d been sitting at the bar. She hadn’t even been sure she wasn’t going to just disappear into the night and continue to handle Loren
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